The conference aimed to discuss the nature of mathematical language with the focus set on the history of mathematical symbolism and symbolisation in a wide sense. Its contents were arranged along three main topics -symbolization from Mesopotamian, Egyptian, Greek, Latin, Indian and Chinese perspectives; algebraic analysis and symbolization in Europe, 1500-1750; the 19 th and 20 th century. The intention was to deal with the topic extensively, including all kinds of symbolism shaped in various traditions. Major problems addressed by the conference include but are not limited to why specific notations and symbolisms were introduced, how they were designed and how they were used. In addition, the lectures also dealt with the attitudes towards, and reflections on, mathematics and language that their introduction stirred. We hope that the workshop will contribute to shape future research in this domain.
Introduction by the Organisers
Contemporary mathematical writings are easily recognizable because of the distinctive feature that the use of symbolism constitutes. Generally speaking, we know that the connections between mathematics and language are pervasive, are important, and are elusive. Mathematics is the science where truth depends but on language, and yet we know that in ordinary language the relations between the words and the things they mean are so complex as to be impossible to formalize or pin them down. Questions of rhetoric as well as of language structure have been important in the many different languages used in mathematics throughout history. One of the biggest transformations in the history of mathematical thought came through the articulation of its proper symbolic language-a language made of graphic symbolism endowed with their proper rules of formal transformation, or syntax, and able to carry on or perform a great deal of logical deductions. We know now that this "artificial" (as it is sometimes called) symbolic language took form in Europe in a non too-short continuous process during almost three centuries, from the mid 15 th through the mid 18 th century. To be sure there have been many other important artificial languages, both within and without the realm of mathematics, both within and without the Greek-Latin Western traditions. The consolidation of the symbolic language of mathematics has had momentous implications methodologically, for the nature of mathematical objects, and for the scope and applicability of mathematics generally. It has also had a profound influence in philosophical discussions about the nature of logic and the nature of thought. However, in spite of its centrality, the formation of such an specific artificial language has proved largely impervious to historical investigation. More generally, the history of mathematical symbolism still presents many dark areas.
The Conference History and Philosophy of Mathematical Notations and Symbolism was organized by Karine Chemla (Paris), Eberhard Knobloch (Berlin) and Antoni Malet (Barcelona). It was held October 25
th -October 31 th , 2009 and consisted in 20 lectures. One of the organizers, Antoni Malet, gave the first talk, which consisted of a general introduction to the topic. The conference was concluded by a final discussion, which focused on six essential issues that had been addressed in the talks or were raised during the discussion after the talks.
In the conference, we discussed the nature of mathematical language with the focus set on the history of mathematical symbolism and symbolisation in a wide sense. There were three major themes in the lectures: early notations-symbolisms before the 16 th century in the Eastern and Western tradition (Egyptian, Babylonian, Indian, Chinese and Medieval European); the 15 th through the 18 th century i.e. early modern mathematics; and finally the 19 th and 20 th century. Major problems addressed by the conference included why symbolisms were introduced, how they were designed, and how they were used, and also the attitudes towards, and reflections on, mathematics and language that their introduction stirred.
25 scholars participated in this meeting. The workshop stimulated fruitful discussions between scholars of different research fields and will hopefully contribute to shape future research in the domain of history and philosophy of symbolism.
The organizers and participants thank the Mathematisches Forschungsinstitut Oberwolfach for providing an inspiring setting for the conference.
In the following, the abstracts are presented in the chronological and thematic order.
